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THE BREEDING OF LESSER AND GREATER FLAMINGOES IN EAST AFRICA
By L. BROWN
During1953LakeHanmngton,situated30milesfromNakuruin theRift Valley,supported
an averagepopulationof approximatelyonemillionflamingoesof bothspecies.The Lesser
Flamingoes,Phoeniconaiasminor,exceededtheGreater,Phoenicopterusruber,throughouttheyear
by20to 1. ObservationsatintervalsbetweenMarchandDecember1953showedthatalthough
about4,500nestsaltogetherwerebuiltbyP. minornosuccessfulbreedingactuallytookplaceat
LakeHannington.A totalof fiveeggswereknowntohavebeenlaidin a smallcolonybutthey
wereimmediatelyknockedoffthenestsbytheirownersortroddenon. Evensupposing,however,
thatall these4,500nestshadrearedyoungtheyobviouslycouldnotaccountfor theenormous
populationof LesserFlamingoesthatexists. On Hanningtonthiswas estimatedat between
oneanda halfandtwomillionby thewriterin March1953andattwomillionbyM. W. Ridley
(inlitt.)in July 1953.
VisitingLakeHanningtonin June1954I foundthatthisenormouspopulationhadpractically
disappeared.Therewerenomorethan30,000flamingoesonthelakealtogetherandtherewas
nosignwhateverofbreedingactivity. Followinguponthegoodrainsin April andMay 1954in
theRift Valleya considerablenumberof flamingoesappearedon LakesElmenteitandNakuru
(whichhadbeendryin the1953drought)butthecombinedpopulationontheselakescouldnot
possiblyaccountforthenumberswhichhadleftLakeHannington.It wasevident,herefore,that
thegreathordesof LesserFlamingoesmusthavegonesomewhereelse,andit mayhavebeento
breed.
In anendeavourtoascertainthefactsI madeanaerialsurveyof lakesin SouthernKenyaand
NorthernTanganyikaon20thand21stAugust,1954. I wasaccompaniedbyP. R. O.Ballyofthe
CoryndonMuseum. The routeswereas follows. On 20thAugustfromNairobioverLake
Magadi,thewestshoreof LakeNarron,theEmbagaiCraterLakeandLakeManyaratoArusha.
On21stAugustfromArushatoLakesBalangidaEidahanandBalangidaLelunearMountHanang,
thencetoLakeEyasiandfromthereviaOldeaniuptheeastsideof LakeNatronbacktoNairobi.
TheEmbagaiCraterLakewasvisitedasanotehadappearedin 'Oryx'2(1953);140,thatflamingoes
hadbeenfoundbreedingin thiscrater. It wasnotpossibleon thisaerialsurveytovisit the
NgorongoroCrateronaccountof cloud.
Thefollowingweretheresultsobtainedfromthissurvey.
Lake Magadi. A largenumberof adults,chieflyLesserFlamingoes,but no signsof
breeding.
LakeNatron. A verylargebreedingcolonywasdiscovered,escribedindetailinthesubsequent
paragraphs.Therewerepossibly500,000adultsof bothspecies,chieflyLesser,onvariousparts
of thelake.
Lake Manyara. Largenumbersof adultLesserFlamingoesandsomeGreaterbutno signs
of breeding.
LakeBalangidaEidahanandBalangidaLelu. Completelydry,noflamingoes.
Lake Eyasi. All practicallydryexceptfor a fewpatchesof water,totallingseveralhundred
acresin extent,ononeofwhichtherewereabout4,000GreaterFlamingoes.
EmbagaiCrater Lake. A lineofflamingoesallroundtheshorebutnoindicationofbreeding;
thelakedidnotappearatall suitablesincetheshoresaresteeplyshelvingandnotmud. There
is anotherEmbagailakeandtheonevisited,whichis highontheRift wall,maynotbetheone
referredtointhenotein 'Oryx'.
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Partof thecolonyonLakeNatronwasfirstviewedon20thAugustatthesouthernendofthe
lake. Thereis a largeexpanseof waterherecausedby theinflowof streamandsprings,which
extendsuptheeasternandwesternshoresin longnarrowarms. Aboutthe middlethereis a
largedrytongueof soda-mud.Flyingroundtheedgeof thissodaflatwesawlargenumbersof
downyyoungLesserFlamingoes.Onegrouptotalledabout1,000,with severalsmallergroups
of50to100nearthem,about1,500alltoldinthewater. Severalothergroupsofyoungwerevisible
onthesodaflatitself. Weflewin thedirectionoftheseherdsofyoungbirdsforaboutamileand
therefounda numberof scatterednestsin groupsof twoor threeor evensinglespacedwidely
apartin amannerunlikeanyflamingobreedingroundpreviouslyreported.Wethoughthatthe
youngwehadseenmusthavecomefromthesenestsbutin thelightof laterdiscoveriesthismay
nothavebeenso. Theyoungin thewaterwereaccompaniedbyafewadultsbutit wasevident
thattheyhadbeenlargelylefttothemselves.Theywereabouthesizeofafowlandwerecovered
in greydown. As wedidnotwishtoremainlongoverLakeNatronon20thAugustweflewon
toArusha,meaningtoreturnthenextday.
On 21stAugustweflewdirecto thespotwherewehadseentheyoungbirds;theirnumbers
hadincreasedconsiderablysincethedaybefore;thenumberin thewaterattheedgeof thesoda
flatwasnownotlessthan3,000. A smallgrouphadalreadyattemptedtocrossthelongarmof
waterunninguptheeastsideof thelake,presumablywiththeintentionof reachingfreshwater
springsunderMountGelai. The numbersin thewaterwerebeingaugmentedrapidlyfroma
stringof groupsandoddyoungbirdswhichcouldbeseentrekkingacrossthesodaflatfromthe
north. This stringextendedforpossiblytwomiles,withgroupsof youngstersalongits length,
andwithisolatedherdsofyoungbirdswalkingacrossthesodabythemselves-anamazingsight.
Flyingin thedirectionfromwhencethestringofyoungbirdscame,wefirstpassedoverthe
scatterednestsseenthedaybefore,anda littlefurtheronlocateda verymuchlargercolonyof
nests. This colonywasroughlytriangular,possiblya quarterof amilelong,andcouldnothave
containedlessthan50,000nests. It wasa compactcolony,butlikethegroupsof nestsbuilton
LakeHanningtonin 1953it consistedofclumpsandlinesofnestswithbarespacesbetween,rather
thana continuousmassof nests. On Hanningtontheaveragedensityofnestsin coloniesbuiltin
1953was1.4persquareyard,withgroupsof a densityof 4.5persquareyardandbarespaces
between;theNatroncoloniesdidnotseemquitesodense.All thesenestswereemptyandit was
assumedthattheywerethesourceof theyoungbirdsthentrekkingacrosstheflats,although
otherherdsofyounghadobviouslygonetothewaterin otherdirectionssincewecouldseethem
standingin it.
Abouthalfamiletothewestofthisgreatcolonywasabayinthesaltflatand.herewecameupon
furtherlargecoloniesatamuchearlierstage.Mostof thesealsohadhatchedyoungbutthechicks
variedgreatlyin size-fromthesizeofapartridgetoverysmallhelplesscreaturesstillin thenest.
A largenumberof nestsat thewesternextremityof thiscolonystill containednewly-hatched
chicksoreggs. My impressionwasthattherewasonlyoneeggineachnestbutowingtoturbulence
overthesodaflatit waspracticallyimpossibletoholdthebinocularstillastheaircraftbumped
andtheremayhavebeentwolyingclosetogether.The chicksandeggsin theyoungercolonies
wereguardedbyadultsandit wasevidentthatassoonastheyoungcouldwalktheyweretakento
water. It wasalsoevidenthataftera certainagetheyoungwerelargelyabandonedby their
parents,inceallthosetrekkingacrossthesodaflatwereunaccompanied.Onewouldhavethought
thatsuchyoungsterswouldbehelplessagainsttheattacksofbirdsofpreyandthisisprobablythe
casefor isolatedindividuals.Oneherdof chicks,however,overwhichweflewverylow,ranto-
getherwiththeirheadstowardsthecentreandburrowedbeneaththebodiesof theircompanions,
formingthemselvesintoa compactknotin muchthesamewayasa Rugbyfootballserum.This
ispresumablyadefensiver actionagainstbirdsofprey.
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At thewesternextremityof thishugecolonyof LesserFlamingoestherewereat leasttwo
coloniesof GreaterFlamingoes,eachconsistingof 50to 100pairs,witheggsorverysmallyoung.
This is thefirstbreedingrecordfor the GreaterFlamingoin EastAfrica. They wereeasily
recognisablefromabovebythefollowingcharacteristics:-
(a) largersize; (b) generalpalerpinkcolour; (c) themuchmorebrilliantredin thewings
whenopened.It seemedprobablethatamongtheolder,nowdesertedcolonies,therehadbeen
acertain umberof GreaterFlamingoes'nests,sinceamongtheherdsof LesserFlamingochicks
thereweregenerallysomechickswhichstoodheadandshouldersabovetheothers,werecladin
amuchdarkershadeofdownandlookedasthoughtheymightbeGreaterFlamingoes.
Therewereanumberofscavengingbirdsonthe'outskirtsof thiscolony;theyincludedseveral
Ruppell'sGriffonsGypsruppellii,atleastonepairof TawnyEaglesAquila rapax,anda Lappet-
facedVultureTorgostracheliotus.Thesebirdsweredoubtlesssubsistinguponthedeadorweaken-
edadultsandyoungwhichcouldbefoundscatteredaboutin anycolonyofthissort. Theywere
sittingveryclosetotheflamingocoloniesandtheirpresencedidnotappeartoberesented.
Thetotalnumberof young,eggs,andoccupiednestsseenin all thesecolonieswasestimated
roughlyatbetween100,000and150,000.This maybeanover-estimateowingto thedifficulty
ofmakingasatisfactorycountfromasmallbumpingaircraftmovingat100m.p.h.,butit is based
onconsiderableexperienceofestimatingnumbersatLakeHannington.I t is,atanyrate,evident
thatalargepartofthebreedingflamingoesofEastMricaweredoingsoonLakeNatroninAugust
1954,thoughby nomeansalltheadultsonthelakewerebreeding.M. W. Ridley(inlitt.)told
methatin 1953heestimatedthenumberof first-yearimmaturesonLakeHanningtonandother
placesasabout150,000ormoreinapopulationof overtwomillion. If thisisaregularproportion
of first-yearyoungtoadultsit is likelythatLakeNatronisoneofthemajorbreeC;!ingsitesin East
Africa,if notthemostimportant.
Otherpointsof interestin regardtothiscolonyareasfollow'-
(1) It isevidentthattheLesserFlamingobreedsin muchthesamewayastheGreaterFlamingo,
buildinga mudmoundnest,6-15incheshighandabout10-12inchesacrossthetop,layingan
eggin thedepressiononthetopandhatchingit in thenormalway. Manyeggsarefoundwashed
upontheshoresof theRift Valleylakesfromtimetotime,andthereweresomeaboutheshores
ofNatronon4thSeptember1954,butit isevidenthattheflamingodoesnotsimplydropitseggs
ontheshoreandleavethemtohatch(videGrantandMackworthPraed:Birdsof Easternand
NorthEasternAfrica,p. 82,London1952).Thesederelicteggsmusteitherbewashedoffnests
ordroppedbythebirdswhenvisitingspringsof freshwater.
(2) This colonywouldhavebeeninvisiblefromtheshoresof LakeNatronsinceit wasatleast
threemilesfromthenearestshorebelowMountGelai. It wouldhavebeenpossibletowalkright
roundthelakeandbeunawareof thecolony'sexistence.LocalAfricanswill saythatflamingoes
simplyproducetheiryoungin thewater. If thissiteon LakeNarronis regularlyused,which
seemsprobable,thefirstsightAfricanswouldgetoftheyoungbirdswouldbewhentheymigrated
tothefreshwaterspringsrunningintothelake(whichmanyoftheyoungbirdswesawwereabout
todo). Asthisdoesnotoccurobviouslyuntiltheyoungbirdsareabouthalfgrownthesupposition
thatflamingoesproducetheiryoungoutin thewaterof thelakewouldnotbeunreasonableon
thepartofaprimitiveAfrican.
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(3) The environmentin whichtheyoungbirdsareproducedis exceedinglyharsh. Nestsare
doubtlessconstructedof wetslushymudontheedgeof thissodaflatbutthehalf-grownyoung
wereabletowalkacrosseveralmilesof solidsodawhichmusthavebeenata hightemperature
andwhichwasprobablyinjurioustotheskinofanyordinaryanimal. Theconcentrationf salts
in thewaterat thebreedingplacemustalsobegreatsinceLakeNatronis shalloweverywhere
andin largeareasthered-brownalgaedominatetheblue-greenwhicharethenormalformin Lake
Hannington.Any freshwaterwhichthesmallyoungdemandmust,therefore,beprovidedby
theparentswhichpresumablygoto thefreshwaterspringsandcollectit. The youngarelikely
to needfreshwatersinceimmatureson LakeHanningtonshowa greaterfreshwaterdemand
thanadults.
(4) Mr. G. H. Swynnertonof theTanganyikaGameDepartmenthaskindlyforwardedtomea
reportof flamingoesbreedingon LakeRukwa. This statesthataccordingto thelocalnatives
theadultbirdsbecameflightlesswhentheyhadyoungandwhilehelplesswerecaughtin large
numbersbyAfricansandusedforfood. -IntheNatroncolonyI sawnosignthattheadultshad
becomeflightlessandI alsofeelfairlycertainthatanybodyattemptingtorundowna flamingoin
waterandmudwouldhavea verypoorchance.However,closeacquaintancewitha breeding
colonyisnecessarybeforethispointcanbeclarified.
(5) Egglayinghadevidentlycontinuedforsometime,sincetheoldestyoungwerenotlessthan
20daysold,andthelatestnestsstillheldeggs;layingprobablycontinuedfor at leasta month.
I formedthegeneralimpressionthattheearliestnestsmighthavebeenthescatteredsmallgroups,
followedby thebigtriangularcolony,andfollowed,asthewaterreceded,by theothercolonies
in whichsmallyoungoreggswereseen. Theoldernestswerecompletelyhighanddry,butthe
newestcoloniesalmostonthewater'sedge. Therewere,however,novisiblenestsin processof
construction(suchnestshavea characteristicblackappearance)andthereseemedno likelihood
of furtheregg-laying.Within themaincoloniestherehadevidentlybeensynchronisationof
egg-layingin groups. Thereweremanysuchgroupsor sub-coloniesin whichtheyoungwere
allof almostexactlythesamestageofdevelopment,indicatingthat50-200pairshadlaidtogether
onthesamedayoratleastwithinadayortwo.
Subsequentto thisflight,on22ndAugust,I walkedroundmostof thewesternshoreof Lake
Elmenteita.In viewof theexceptionalnumbersof flamingoesonthelakein 1954-morethanI
haveeverseenonElmenteitaatanytimesince1946-1thoughtit possiblethattheremightbesome
signsofbreeding.Therewerenotlessthan100,000adultflamingoesofbothspeciesontheLake,
withmanyP. ruberamongthem,butnosignwhateverofbreedingandindeedmostof theterrain
is unsuitablebeingstonyorrockyasopposedtomuddy.
On 4thSeptember1954I madeanunsuccessfulattempttoreachtheLakeNatroncolonyon
foot. Thesodaflatwasseparatedfromanyaccessiblespotontheshorebyaconsiderableexpanse
ofwaterandI triedtocrossoneofthesearmsof waterata pointI hadmarkedfromtheaircraft
asbeingapproximatelythenarrowest.Thewaterwasveryshallowoverlyinga sodacrust,andI
hadnearlyreachedthefarsidewhenI becamefirmlystuckin themud,withtheresultthatlarge
chunksof solidsodagotinsidemygumbootsandI sustainedseveresodaburnsof thefeetwhich
keptmein bedfor threeweeks. It is evident,therefore,thatthiscolonywill notbeaccessible
withoutspecialisedequipment.It remainstobeseenwhetherit is a regularbreedinghauntand
thiswill bebestestablishedfromtheair. Aerialphotographymightpossiblybeusedto make
anactualcountofnestsonanotheroccasion.Thebirdswitheggsorsmallyoungdidnotappear
tobeundulydisturbedbyouraircraft,butbirdsstandingin thewateroraccompanyingherdsof
largeyoungtookwingveryreadily. It shouldbepossibleto avoiddesertionof coloniescaused
by low-flyingaircraft(ashasapparentlybeenknownin theCamargue)if sufficientcareis taken.
EastAfricanflamingoesappearin anyeventobemuchtamerandeasiertoapproachthanthose
of theCamargue.
